Editor’s pick

We cannot turn the page of a magazine, drive along the
highway, or listen to the radio or TV without being bom-
barded by the commercial media. Not only are there
people constantly trying to sell us products, but also there
are groups promoting their test, their disease, or their way
of thinking. Robinson and Hoffman take different sides of
such a medical debate (p 148). On the one side are the
devotees of a quick intervention that relies on high-tech
clot busters to open access to ischemic areas of the brain.
On the other are the skeptical scholars who want convinc-
ing proof not only of local effect but also of measurable
meaningful outcomes. Although both authors have no
competing interests to declare, the debate outside of these
pages is not evenly balanced. One side has millions of
drug industry dollars to promote its view. The other has
no funding and just the conviction and dedication of a few
critics.

Gillon writes on p 206 about the “white coat cer-
emony”—a rite of passage intended to remind beginning
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medical students of the profession’s dedication to people
rather than to diseases. This ceremony, now a ritual at
many American medical schools, is also a promotion—
this time of a foundation based in New York City. It
seems honest and noble enough, but it is clearly intended
to influence thinking and promote one point of view.
Perhaps the public’s greatest insight into the medical
profession comes from their weekly viewing of the TV
drama ER. Even in our medical school classes, £R episodes
prompt a full day of discussion and debate. While clearly
produced as “entertainment,” its executive producer Neal
Baer argues that it is also a socially responsible vehicle for
promoting public health ideas (p 157). £ER may have done
more to influence the American public’s attitudes on such
topics as domestic violence, rape, child abuse, and mental
health than have scores of well-meaning public health
pampbhlets, public service spots, and campaign speeches.
Despite all this good, £R must be financially successful

and please its sponsors. So is there a conflict of interest?
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